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A STUDY OF THE THESES 
PRODUCED AT THREE UNIVERSITIES 

FOR POSSIBLE COMMERCIAL APPLICATION 

By Frederick 0. Smetana 
North Carolina Science and Technology Research Center 

INTRODUCTION 

In many regions of the nation, graduate students conducting 
thesis  investigations are the area's  most numerous research group. Each 
year thousands of theses are  presented t o  university graduate schools i n  
partial  fulfi l lment of degree requirements. 

W i t h  this vast involvement i n  graduate thesis  research i t  
would be strange, indeed, i f  some s ignif icant  s c i en t i f i c  resu l t s  and tech- 
nological innovations d i d  not emerge. 
foundation stones for  material progress. To maximize th i s  progress, then, 
i t  is  desirable t o  glean a l l  the worthwhile information from such research, 
which i s  supported a t  no l i t t l e  expense by the taxpayer. 

Usually a dozen or so copies of  the thesis  a r e  prepared for  
dis t r ibut ion t o  the University l ibrary,  the supervising department, i n -  
terested faculty,  and personal l ib rar ies .  
thesis goes to  University Microfilms to  be microfilmed. 
film are  then d i s t r i b u t e d  t o  subscribing l ib rar ies .  
i s  made of Master ' s theses , however. 

Such developments a re  often the 

One copy of each doctoral 
Copies o f  the 

No such dis t r ibut ion 

Feeling the pressure t o  p u b l i s h ,  university faculty and stu- 
dents have been more prompt t o  extract  the significant kernels and report 
t h e m  than formerly. Yet, one often retains  the feeling t h a t  the origina- 
t o r  of the work may not recognize an important application of his work 
or techniques outside his usual f i e ld  o f  in te res t .  To determine t o  what 
extent this  might be the case, a n  experimental program was undertaken by 
the North Carolina Science and Technology Research Center w i t h  the sup-  
p o r t  of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration to  examine the 
graduate theses produced a t  the University of North Carolina a t  Chapel 
Hill ( U N C ) ,  Duke University, and North Carolina State University a t  Raleigh 
(NCSU) for previously unexploited technology of d i rec t  commercial in te res t .  
If such technology were found to  be abundant, then i t  would be of def ini te  
economic value t o  the nation t o  examine and report on a l l  theses produced 
i n  the United States .  

T h i s  i s  a report on the resul ts  o f  this investjgation. 
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~ REVIEW ACTIVITY 

Since "Dissertation Abstracts , I t  pub1 ished by University Micro- 
films, receives re la t ively limited dis t r ibut ion in the technical community, 
i t  was decided to  include Doctoral theses i n  the review as well as Master's 
theses. The complete f i l e s  of departments o f  engineering, natural and 
physical sciences, and health were reviewed and a l i s t  of 5,825 t i t l e s  
compiled,dating from 1893 through the June 1967 commencement. T h i s  l i s t  
was circulated to a group o f  five s ta f f  engineers of broad professional 
experience i n  the manufacturing i n d u s t r y .  This group selected 797 t i t l e s  
which were thought t o  be of sufficient in te res t  t o  warrant review o f  the 
abstracts of the documents. 
was requested on 304 theses. These were then reviewed and a group of 119 
theses was selected as containing possible innovations i n  processes or 
materials or novel concepts for instruments or devices. A review by the 
senior technical s ta f f  of STRC placed 19 theses in the category of con- 
t a i n i n g  possible products or processes of commercial in te res t  and 60 i n  
the category of containing possible technical contributions t o  current 
cornmerial practice. 
i n  the table.  
ognized knowledgeable reviewers i n  industry and universit ies for  their 
evaluation as t o  the comercial appl icabi l i ty  of the material. 

On the basis of these abstracts,  fu l l  copy 

The t i t l e s  and other pertinent information are  1 isted 
The theses in these two groups were then submitted to  rec- 

Of the 19 theses c o n t a i n i n g  possible products or processes, 
reviews indicated that :  

1 idea was i n  the process of being patented 
3 concepts were now the basis of commercial products 

(whether derived from the thesis  or not  could not 
be determined) 

4 ideas had been superseded by improvements 
2 concepts were n o t  suff ic ient ly  developed to  accurately 

judge the i r  applicabili ty b u t  may be worth p u r s u i n g  
9 ideas were regarded as offering too l i t t l e  improvement 

over existing techniques t o  warrant further investigation 

Of the 60 theses with possible contributions b u t  w i t h  no 
salable products or processes: 

11 were i n  the area of metallurgy and materials 
4 were i n  the area of testing techniques 
1 was a contribution to  e lectr ical  technology 
6 were related t o  insecticide and fungicidal act ivi ty  

The remaining 38 were i n  the area of chemical processes. 
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The information contained in these theses was found to lie in 
one of the following classes: 

(1) of scientific interest only 
(2) superseded by improved methods 
( 3 )  published and in general circulation 
(4) of no commercial interest 
(5) insufficiently detailed to form a definite conclusion 
(6) techniques and results known in industry 

CONCLUSIONS 

As a result of this survey of the theses published at three 
North Carolina Universities, it is concluded that information of possible 
commercial interest is being carefully extracted for presentation in ar- 
chive journals or patent applications by the authors themselves or their 
supervising professors. No concept of imediate commercial interest was 
found that had not been pursued in this fashion. 
that this mechanism functions more effectively than had been originally 
presumed. 

The project demonstrated 

One of the problems encountered in obtaining reviews of the 
theses was in finding individuals with the requisite technical competence 
and also an awareness of the market requirements and risk capital available. 
To obtain satisfactory reviews also requires a great number of individual 
reviewers since no one is competent in more than a few limited fields. 

The information o f  immediate commercial interest contained in 
these theses seems t o  be receiving adequate public exposure; it is con- 
cluded, therefore, that no additional reviewing mechanism need be created. 
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